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Field Crops Newsletter:

March 2008

See special notice at end of this letter.
In General:
During the recent Cotton Short Course at MSU, State
Climatologist Dr. Charles Wax suggested that the current La
Nina cycle may be drawing to a close, and that the weather
pattern may be changing back to a more normal amount of
rainfall and somewhat lower temperatures. He did not
emphasize this strongly since the timing of these cycles is very
difficult. Variation from their average length can be months
or years; but from what we are seeing now I feel that his
statements were right on target. We will only know what this
means for summer weather as the year unfolds; but if the
current pattern continues we will likely see temperatures a few
degrees below the highs of the last three or more years, and at
least a little more rain during the growing season.
Wheat:

We have experienced a cooler late winter weather
pattern than in the last three or more years, and instead of low
rainfall we have experienced almost weekly arrival of one to
three inches, causing difficulties in making applications of
fertilizers, wheat herbicides, and burndown chemicals. Wheat
fields that were thoroughly worked prior to planting are very
soft and saturated, which will likely lead to some decrease in
yields. Overcast days have also reduced the level of photosynthesis that is necessary for wheat plants to produce the
sugars and starches needed for growth and grain filling.
I had no idea that I would spend as much time in
wheat fields as I have; but have enjoyed the opportunity to
visit with many of you and discuss this relatively new crop for
our area. Wheat is well suited to sloping fields in the Hills,
and could become an important part of our cropping system if
prices remain good. While some Delta fields may have better
natural fertility, sloping fields have the advantage of better
drainage. While there are some very good fields of wheat in
the “flatland”, this wet spring has taken a greater toll on plant
development, fertilizer use efficiency, and growth in that
region.
We all know the fickle nature of markets, especially
for wheat. In the past we have seen surges in wheat demand at
intervals of 10 to 25 years. We can’t know whether wheat will
remain an attractive crop for our area; but for now it is. We
have done a lot of things right with this year’s wheat crop; but
we’ve also made some mistakes that we need to avoid. As

always, soil fertility issues including soil testing, pH , and
nutrient levels are involved; but issues with stand establishment and weed control have also been critical. The big issue
for most of the fields I have visited has been drainage, and this
problem has interacted with the other factors to compound
their effects. When fields stay wet, nothing else works right,
and yields suffer.
Most people still feel that tillage is necessary for
good stand establishment in wheat; and I agree that in some
cases this may be true given the various planting capabilities
among farms. However, some wheat fields were over-tilled
prior to planting. This has invited saturation, denitrification
loss of nitrogen, and areas of poor growth. When tillage is
done for wheat it should be shallow, and only for providing
seed to soil contact. I know that some of the tillage was done
for long-range reasons; but this year the tillage that might have
helped with soybeans following wheat may reduce wheat
yields significantly. It may lead to problems with harvesting
as well if rains continue into the harvest period. We have
gotten so used to dry weather that we have begun doing things
that are wrong for our normal or wet weather.
By the time you read this, I hope that wheat will have
received most of the spring nitrogen, and that herbicide
applications have been done. Most of our wheat is at or past
the jointing (panicle initiation) stage now. A few growers are
planning a boot stage nitrogen application that will be aimed
at boosting head development. Wheat will be in that
“window” in about two to three weeks. Given the problems
we’ve had with drainage, this may be a good move to take
advantage of weather that may be a little better for wheat by
that time.
It’s time to begin actively scouting for diseases and
insects in wheat. There will probably be a big push for
application of fungicides since wheat prices are high. I
suggest that if you are planning a fungicide application you
time it carefully to hit the arrival of warmer temperatures and
likelihood of disease. I am not arguing against the idea of a
“preventive” fungicide application since that subject is very
debatable; but if you are going to do it then do it right and at
the correct time for best results. Ideally, we will only apply
fungicides to wheat with identified disease problems. Call if
you need help with this.

As a final note about wheat, please be cautious while
applying burndown products near wheat fields. Drift of
glyphosate products can cause serious injury to wheat. I know
we need to apply burndown products, and that the time for this
to be done is rapidly passing; however damage to wheat this
year could be a big problem.
Soybeans:
The likely thing that may prevent Mississippi
soybean acreage from reaching one of the highest levels in
history is the limited availability of good quality planting seed.
As I visit with producers around the area I continue to hear
that some have been notified of reductions in orders,
germination tests that have dropped, and other things affecting
supplies of seed. As planting time approaches, we will soon
learn just how extensive this problem really is.
I believe we can generally assume that seed quality is
not as good as in recent years, making the importance of good
fungicide seed treatments more critical than ever. I doubt that
a significant replant will be an option given a stand failure; so
every precaution should be taken in preparing fields for
planting, and in setting equipment to plant sufficient but not
excessive numbers of viable seed into field conditions
favorable for rapid seedling emergence. As a further precaution, we probably need to avoid herbicides that might
interfere with planting a different crop if stand failure occurs.
I feel that for the purposes of this planting season we
should reconsider our criteria for soil conditions during
planting. A delay in planting until soil temperature begins to
consistently rise into the seventies each day may decrease the
risk of stand establishment problems. We commonly say that
soybeans can be expected to begin germinating with soil
temperatures in the mid to upper fifty-degree (F) range;
however for this year we probably need to adopt criteria more
like those for cotton in which we look for early morning soil
temperatures (2 inch depth) at or near 70 degrees F, preferably
with a good weather forecast for the next 5 days. Marginal
quality seed will not stand the wait for good emergence
conditions as well as the high quality seed we have become
accustomed to. These seed will need to germinate and emerge
quickly since they may not possess the energy to wait.
The issue of inoculation must be mentioned since
many fields that have not been planted to soybean lately will
be planted to the crop this year, including quite a few that have
not recently been utilized for any row crop. Legumes like
soybean are favored for their ability to supply their own
nitrogen via fixation from the atmosphere; however an
intermediate organism (Bradyrhizobium japonicum) is actually
responsible for this miracle. This Rhizobium bacteria draws
nitrogen from the abundant supply in air, and forms colonies
in nodules on soybean roots. Nitrogen is supplied to soybean
plants in exchange for carbohydrates as part of a symbiotic
relationship with the soybean plant.
The supply of Rhizobium bacteria specific for
soybean varies a lot in soil, depending on the length of time
since the last soybean crop, soil conditions, drainage, and

other factors. Fields that have successfully produced soybeans
within the past three years may have adequate supplies of
these bacteria; however the seed to be planted in fields not in
beans recently should be “inoculated” with a fresh supply of
the bacteria. Although this is a widely known fact, we see
fields almost every year in which nodulation is either
inadequate, late in developing, or totally absent. Some of
these fields require fertilization with nitrogen to support
acceptable yield; even though this practice seldom can equal
the yields produced by good nodulation. Remember that the
inoculant you buy is a living culture, and has to be kept cool
until use. Dead inoculants have no value.
Just getting the crop planted and up to a stand with all
the preparations needed is a big order; but in fact this is only
the beginning. High costs of all inputs, combined with high
prices for the beans, justify increased attention to detail.
Fortunately, the ground work has been laid for high yields
through research and by validation of that research in actual
farm situations. We don’t have to guess about the value of
good soil fertility, weed control, and pest (insect and disease)
management practices. Anyone who considers allowing these
proven principles to “take care of themselves” as many
producers once did, will be well advised to keep doing
whatever it is they have been good at and avoid soybean
production. We are in an entirely new era in all crops; but
especially in soybeans. There are enough ways to achieve low
yields without causing it by poor management.
Although the subject is somewhat controversial, the
idea of reducing seeding rate in soybeans may be one way to
deal with limited seed supplies. Standard recommendations
suggest that plant population should be around 110 to 180
thousand plants per acre; however several studies have shown
little if any yield differential between these two populations.
The apparent question is “how low can we go?” and still
expect good yields. The answer gets very complicated since it
is dependent upon several variables including the growth
characteristics of the variety, maturity group, planting date,
available moisture, soil fertility, drainage, and of course all the
factors involved with weed, pest, and disease management.
I don’t believe anyone will argue that well-spaced
plants at a reduced population will produce more seeds per
plant; however the point of population reduction at which
soybean plants in a given scenario can compensate and
produce equivalent yield is a moving target. We want
populations in the 100 thousand or higher range since some
studies have shown a reduction in yield below that point. Still,
those who have worked with crops like cotton well appreciate
a plant’s ability to compensate, given good growing
conditions.
At the risk of being accused of selecting research that
makes my point on a complex subject, I will cite a 2002 study
done in North Carolina by Art Bradley, an Extension Agent.
Art’s study included populations as low as 26,000 plants per
acre in 15 inch drill spacing. The study was planted no-till in
May. Numerically equal yields (mid-50 bu/acre range) were
achieved with populations of 44, 75, and 108 thousand plants

per acre, while a 24,000 population showed a drop in yield, as
did populations above 108,000. The trial received a
glyphosate burndown, one post application of glyphosate, and
one insecticide application for corn earworm. Differences in
the May trial were not “statistically” different. An additional
June trial produced somewhat lower yields (mid to upper 40 to
50 bu/acre range); but showed “significantly” lower yield for
the low population (24,000). This study is available at:
www.ces.ncsu.edu/edgecombe/staff/abradley/soypop.html .
I can’t advocate the intentional planting of what may
be considered as “low” populations; however the study cited
above demonstrates that soybean does have more ability to
compensate for reduced population than we normally
recognize. While seed supplies are available, plant
“recommended” rates for the most dependable results under
diverse field conditions.
Corn:

As soon as fields firm up and soil temperatures rise
into the upper fifties we will be planting corn. Some would
have already planted if weather had permitted. Statewide
yield increases of around 50 bushels per acre since the early
1990’s have shown that corn producers are generally doing a
great job of farming the crop. Mississippi’s average yield last
year was over 151 bushels per acre. However, there is always
room for improvement.
Some have been reluctant to adopt correct planting
depths, costing them yield from reduced and inconsistent plant
populations, reduced drought tolerance, increased lodging,
bird damage, and other things. There is just too much
evidence that corn planted at least 1¾ inch deep is better than
shallower plantings for us to continue committing this error.
Early weed competition is another big issue costing yield in
quite a few fields. Corn can only yield at its potential when it
emerges in a weed-free environment.
Intensive tillage that sacrifices moisture and destroys
soil structure is almost a thing of the past; however some of
the poor yields in recent years can be linked to this problem.
If you must do tillage, try to retain the core of the old row,
manage compaction with low suface-disturbance tools, and
maintain traffic patterns to avoid unnecessary compaction.
At least two factors may affect corn acreage this year.
Questionable soybean seed supplies and the rapidly changing
cotton price scenario may tug at corn planting from both
directions. Another factor is that fields that have been planted
to corn multiple years need to be rotated to another crop,
presenting an opportunity to plant either cotton or soybean.
Either of these dicot crops can be expected to perform well
following several years of corn. Seed corn supplies should be
adequate this year, and we should have more latitude in
selection of the best performers in recent trials. I expect that
most people have already made variety selections; but let us
know if you need more information.
Given the costs of fertilizers, there is a temptation to
reduce rates; but this should only be done after thorough study
of existing nutrient levels, soil pH, and known yield

capabilities. Everything else being equal, reduced fertilizer
rates will produce reduced yield. The first issue for attention
should be soil pH since nutrient use efficiency is maximized
when soil pH is correct (6.5 to 6.9). When soil pH is corrected
from levels of 5.5 to 5.8 up to better levels of 6.2 to 6.5, you
will find that significant amounts of both phosphorus (P) and
potassium (K) become available to the crop, making reduced
rates of these elements more practical. Nitrogen use
efficiency is also improved by correcting soil pH; however the
timing of surface applications of N and lime should be
separated by as much time as is practical to avoid the loss of N
by volatilization. Whenever possible, N should be injected or
incorporated to help avoid loss.
In recent years we have seen a fairly steady increase
in corn plant populations on farms. In the mid-1990’s,
populations were generally in the 22 to 24 thousand per acre
range; but more recently we commonly see populations from
26 to 32 thousand per acre. Stories about extremely high
yields with very high populations have encouraged this;
however high populations must be supported by increased
management in the form of ideal fertility, drainage, and
irrigation. Population uniformity in both emergence and
spacing is also a very important component of high yield by
the avoidance of plant-to-plant competition for nutrients,
water, and sunlight. My suggestion is to hold dryland
populations in the mid twenties, and when irrigation is
available raise population to the upper twenties and no higher
than around 32 thousand plants per acre.
Cotton:

As cotton prices improve, growers with cotton
equipment may decide to include more cotton in their plans
for 2008. I hope we can see at least a moderate return to
cotton this year in order to preserve the infrastructure for the
crop. Particularly in the case of Hill country growers without
irrigation, cotton should be a part of the cropping mix since it
is our most stress-tolerant crop and the crop that places the
least demand on plant nutrient supplies. Hill growers also
have the advantage of better isolation from other crops that act
as hosts for the increase of plant bugs, stink bugs, and mites.
These are big advantages for cotton in the Hills, and they
should be capitalized upon. Combined with the absence of the
boll weevil, this additional factor suggests that the crop for our
best Hill soils is still cotton.
Variety trials have shown that we have a wide
selection of excellent cotton varieties. We have at least
another year to grow the best of the BR and R varieties; and
the trials have shown that many of the B2RF, WRF, and RF
varieties are equal to their predecessors in yield and quality.
For those considering conventional varieties, there are still
good choices even though these are not as commonly
discussed; and we have adequate herbicides and insecticides to
grow them. The availability of management, labor, time, and
equipment is now as great a component of variety selection as
are yield and quality.

Tillage:

All of our major crops can be grown successfully
with no-till or reduced tillage. While it may be true that soils
with poor fertility, low pH, and compaction issues may need
some form of tillage while these issues are being corrected,
this does not mean we should till everything because of the
“possibility” these problems may exist. Concerns about
unknown factors probably lead to more unnecessary tillage
than anything else. One need only look at prices being
charged for fuel to know that reduced tillage and no-till are
here to stay. Economic forces have brought us to this point
even though we should have adopted it voluntarily for soil
conservation reasons. Tillage will always have its place; but
will need to be applied on an as-needed basis just like other
inputs. Knowledge of our soils and their needs has become a
necessity. The time of “one method fits all” has passed.

In Conclusion:
I’ve covered a lot of ground in this issue; but there
are many more things to cover and too little time and space
here. Things are changing in markets, politics, and likely even
weather. We may soon have a new Farm Bill that will set new
rules for many of the things we do and the ways we do them.
Hopefully, most of these changes will be for good. Only God
knows for sure. Thanks for your time.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agent – Agronomic Crops

Special Notice:

AGRICULTURAL PESTICIDE DISPOSAL DAY
WHEN: Wednesday, March 26, 2008
WHERE: Richland Gin, NW of Pickens on Highway 17 (At Pickens Truck
Stop on I55, turn NW on 17 toward Lexington – go about 1 mi. to gin yard on left.)

TIME: 8:30AM to 2:30PM
Call your local MSU Extension Office for more information.

Waste Pesticides Accepted:
Insecticides
Herbicides
Fungicides
Other Pesticide Products
Empty containers or rinsates in bulk containers are not accepted!

FREE TO FARMERS

